Background: The role of spirituality in patients' use of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) approaches to cancer management has hardly been explored. Objective: To explore the role of spirituality in cancer management by men with prostate cancer who have declined conventional treatment and are using CAM. Methods: This qualitative analysis is part of a longitudinal study to assess decision making by men with prostate cancer who decline conventional treatment and use CAM. In-depth interviews were conducted at study entry (n = 29). Themes were presented to participants in focus groups to further explore and validate the interview results. For a subset of participants (n = 10), spirituality emerged as an important theme; therefore, we conducted a secondary analysis of the interview data of these men to explore the role of spirituality in cancer management and decision making. Results: Spirituality appeared to influence all aspects of the cancer experience. Most participants intensified their use of spiritual practice after a diagnosis of prostate cancer. These practices included spiritual ceremonies, indigenous healing, prayer, meditation, and use of spiritual imagery. Themes related to the role of spirituality in cancer management include beliefs about Western medicine, the role of spiritual beliefs in treatment decision making, the use of spiritual imagery and metaphor in healing, and the impact of cancer on spirituality. The discussion of these themes draws on quotes and case examples, illustrating how spirituality influenced study participants' response to diagnosis, treatment decision making, and cancer care. Two case examples provide a more in-depth understanding of how some participants incorporated spiritual imagery and metaphor into treatment decision making and cancer care. Ways in which cancer influenced spirituality are also discussed. Having prostate cancer appeared to influence their spirituality by strengthening their links with a spiritual community, increasing feelings of gratitude toward life, and improving personal relationships. Relevance: These findings indicate that spiritual beliefs and practices may play an important role in the formation of treatment choices for some patients. Health care providers need to be aware of and address patient concerns about how conventional treatment may conflict with their spiritual beliefs and practices. Further research and medical education is needed on spirituality and prostate cancer.
The use of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) by men with prostate cancer has become increasingly popular in recent years. CAM includes spiritual practices associated with formal religion such as prayer, religious ceremonies, and rituals, as well as mind-body (eg, guided imagery and meditation) and energy (eg, therapeutic touch, qi gong) therapies. Many mind-body and energy therapies originating in Eastern religions have been adapted in Western countries for pain and symptom management and as a coping strategy for illness-related stress. Recent studies on CAM estimate that up to 25% of men with prostate cancer use spiritual or mind-body practices. [1] [2] [3] [4] Spirituality has a broader meaning than religion, which is associated with an organized system or faith. This article refers to a broader concept of spirituality, which has been described by Cunningham 5 as "the personal experience, or search for experience, of connection to some higher power, transcending the material, which typically imparts a sense of meaning or purpose in life." In their review of current research on religion, spirituality, and health, Stefanek et al 6 cite growing evidence that coping strategies such as seeking spiritual support, expressing spiritual connectedness, receiving support from a spiritual community, and benevolent reframing of stressful events contribute to improvements in psychosocial well-being. However, they caution that these studies also suggest that spiritual beliefs may increase anxiety under certain circumstances or may result in refusal of medical treatment.
Very little research has been conducted on spirituality and prostate cancer. The most comprehensive study to date was conducted with 222 ethnically diverse low-income men with prostate cancer. 7 Krupski et al reported that as spirituality increased, health-related quality of life improved in all areas. Men with lower spirituality experienced worse emotional well-being, increased anxiety, and greater symptom distress. The authors suggested that the health benefits of spirituality might relate to a sense of harmony and purpose beyond spiritual beliefs associated with organized religion. They also assessed to what extent faith, peace, and meaning were responsible for the quality-of-life outcomes related to spirituality. After controlling for all other covariates, only peace and meaning were significantly associated with the quality-of-life outcomes. Drawing on their findings and the breast cancer literature, they also suggest that spirituality may exert its effect by providing a way for patients to draw meaning from the cancer experience and reframe a diagnosis of prostate cancer in a more positive light. Another study of men with prostate cancer similarly reported a positive association between spirituality and quality of life and life satisfaction. 8 While most studies address the positive outcomes associated with spirituality, Gall's 9 results indicate a more complex relationship between quality of life and spirituality. After controlling for age, illness, and nonreligious resources, "relationship with God" was a significant predictor of role, social, and emotional functioning. However, men who experienced a benevolent relationship with God reported better role and emotional functioning and better health perceptions, while those who were more likely to attribute their prostate cancer to God's anger reported lower functioning.
In a qualitative study, Walton and Sullivan 10 found that spirituality permeated all aspects of the cancer experience. Prayer was the main spiritual practice used, which helped men to reduce fear and anxiety and strengthen their ability to cope during a cancer diagnosis and surgical treatment. Prayers from others also helped to decrease anxiety and fear and provide comfort and support.
Some patients are deciding to forgo conventional cancer treatment and use CAM only. 11 A Canadian study reported that of those men with prostate cancer using CAM, 9% delayed and 4% declined some or all recommended treatments. 12 While considerable research has been done on why men with prostate cancer use CAM, little is known about why some patients choose to forgo or delay conventional cancer treatment. Even less is known about the role of spirituality in this decision. In a small (n = 8) qualitative study of individuals who declined conventional cancer treatment and used alternative therapies, Montbriand 13 found that spirituality was central to their cancer experience. This helped to cushion fears and provided support through difficult aspects of the cancer experience. Healing symbols, such as finding a special stone with healing powers or having a guardian angel, and spiritual healing appeared to increase feelings of control and coping. All believed that the alternate approaches they were using were curing their cancer.
A secondary analysis of data collected in a study of men with prostate cancer who declined conventional treatment provides a wealth of information to further explore the role of spirituality in cancer management.
Methods
In 2003 to 2004, we conducted 29 in-depth interviews with men who declined conventional cancer treatment, as part of a longitudinal study to assess changes in decision making, quality of life, and disease status. While the longitudinal study is ongoing, baseline data collection and analysis is complete.
Participants were men with a confirmed diagnosis of prostate cancer in British Columbia and Alberta who were diagnosed within the past 10 years, had declined conventional cancer treatment (surgery to remove the prostate gland, radiation therapy, brachytherapy), and used CAM for prostate cancer management. Recruitment strategies included advertisements in newspapers and wellness magazines, cancer support groups, and referrals by health care providers in complementary cancer care and treatment centers. A semistructured, in-depth interview was conducted at study entry to explore factors influencing the decision to forgo conventional cancer treatment and use CAM.
The interview began with an open-ended exploration of the participants' reasons for declining conventional cancer treatment and then moved into more focused questions about CAM use, previous experience with holistic practices and conventional medicine, follow-up care, and barriers and facilitators to treatment decision making. Interviews were conducted by one of us (M.W.), an experienced interviewer in psychosocial oncology. Focus groups to further clarify and validate interview data 14 were conducted by 2 members of the study team (M.W. and M.V.). The focus groups confirmed the themes identified in the analysis of the interview data and broadened our understanding of the role of spirituality in CAM use and prostate cancer.
Eleven of the 29 participants identified spiritual practices as a type of CAM they used for their prostate cancer in a questionnaire on CAM use. Compared to the study sample, these participants were more likely to have a university degree or higher (63.6% vs 48.3%) , more likely to be retired (63.6% vs 48.3%), and less likely to live in or close to an urban center (81.8% vs 96.6%). Spirituality emerged as a theme in the interviews for 10 of these participants; therefore, we conducted a secondary analysis of the interview data of these men to explore, in depth, the role of spirituality in cancer management and decision making. Qualitative interview data for these participants were transcribed and read word for word by both researchers. The transcripts were first analyzed line by line to identify concepts, and then categories were developed to explore relationships between concepts. Two researchers (M.W. and M.V.) met regularly to compare and combine their independent analyses. Major thematic areas, including spirituality, were presented for clarification and validation in focus groups (conducted by M.W. and M.V.).
Focus group data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis. The computer software program NVIVO was used to assist in the analysis of the qualitative data. The data related to the role of spirituality have not been published previously.
Results
Themes related to the role of spirituality in cancer management include beliefs about Western medicine, the role of spiritual beliefs in treatment decision making, the use of spiritual imagery and metaphor, and the impact of cancer on spirituality. Our discussion of these themes will draw on quotes and case examples, illustrating how spirituality influenced study participants' response to diagnosis, treatment decision making, and cancer care.
Beliefs About Western Medicine
The diagnosis of prostate cancer brought men into direct contact with the Western medical system. Several participants expressed having some problems with the philosophy that underlies Western medicine.
I do see the human being as primarily a spiritual being not a physical body, and I think that Western medicine is very mechanistic in its kind of understanding and the way it treats people and illness.
Most men expressed the view that Western medicine tended to treat the tumor rather than the whole person, ignoring spiritual aspects of the illness experience:
His [the surgeon's] only concern is the prostate. Never mind the rest of me. Because that's the problem with Western medicine, Western medicine doesn't ask you how your soul feels. Chinese medicine does. Some participants felt that the cancer specialists narrowly focused on curing the cancer while they were focused on healing within the broader context of their lives.
I would like to make a distinction, for me spirituality is connected with healing and treatment is with cure. So if the cure interferes with my healing then my treatment is interfering with my spirituality.
Participants appeared to attribute much more importance to psychological factors as a cause of cancer than Western medicine does. Life stressors, negative emotional patterns, and the inability to heal from the past were identified as psychological influences that they believed contribute to illness. They also expressed a belief in their ability to activate the healing powers of the mind to cure cancer.
Spiritual Beliefs
A few men belonged to a specific religious faith, while others drew on a range of spiritual practices and fit a broader definition of spirituality. The analysis revealed a number of common spiritual beliefs, despite the varying spiritual faiths and practices. Most men referred to a divine energy that existed within oneself and others.
So the spiritual journey is really all about understanding that you are a divine person. Each one of us is divine. Each one of us is god. God is in each one of us. A spark of divinity is in every person.
The importance of loving oneself and others was another theme. Spiritual practice was helpful in learning to love and accept oneself, which was considered a necessary condition to be able to love others. Some men also spoke of feeling a deep sense of connection with the universe. Gratitude emerged as an important aspect of spirituality, which made it easier to cope with cancer. Throughout the interviews, men spoke of the importance of keeping a positive outlook and appreciating the beauty and gifts of life.
Response to Diagnosis: Cancer as Part of the Journey
Spirituality influenced the way in which men interpreted the meaning of a cancer diagnosis. They viewed cancer as part of their journey, referring to cancer as a "teacher" or "messenger," and explored the meaning of cancer appearing in their lives. While many spoke of the fear and anxiety they experienced at diagnosis, their spirituality seemed to help them to transform the meaning of a life-threatening diagnosis to a more healing experience.
I have had the shock of having cancer and you think you are going to die immediately. I know that first week or two you are in panic and then after that I began to realize, not be in denial but realize I want to concentrate on what I want rather than what I don't want. So I have been concentrating on the healing rather than on the problem. Not being aware of it, not dismissing it. Not talking about it that much. Carry on as normal as much as possible. Having an attitude of gratitude of life in general and I feel prayer has been very helpful. It's not formal prayer but that doesn't matter and an attitude, positive attitude, looking for the beauty and having a happy life.
Participants identified a number of ways in which their spirituality influenced their response to a diagnosis of cancer. Some felt their surgeons were rushing them into making a treatment decision, which conflicted with their need to take the time to explore the meaning of a cancer diagnosis and treatment. As they tended to focus on "healing" versus "curing," they sought options that addressed healing the cancer in the context of the mind, body, and spirit. They consulted with spiritual healers or teachers (eg, clergy, shamans, meditation teachers) and intensified their use of spiritual practices such as prayer, meditation, guided imagery, and visualization. There was consensus in the focus group about the concern expressed that conventional cancer treatment would interfere with their ability to heal or draw on spiritual resources necessary to cope with cancer.
The Use of Spiritual Imagery and Metaphor in Treatment Decision Making and Healing
Spiritual imagery and metaphor were central to the process of arriving at a treatment decision for some men in the study. The following case example illustrates how spiritual imagery facilitated the decisionmaking process.
Case 1: Using Spiritual Imagery to Explore Treatment Options
One participant used spiritual imagery and drew on his Christian faith to explore the meaning of surgery, radiation therapy, and watchful waiting. Based on his own research, he felt that watchful waiting was an option for him, although his cancer specialists recommended that he have surgery or radiation therapy. Prior to making a final decision, he attended a spiritual retreat, where he encountered a labyrinth. According to Rev Dr Lauren Artress of Grace Cathedral, 15 "labyrinths are currently being used world-wide as a way to quiet the mind, find balance, and encourage meditation, insight and celebration." She describes the labyrinth as a single circuitous path that winds into the center. The person walking it uses the same path to return and the entrance then becomes the exit. The path is in full view, which allows a person to be quiet and focus internally. Generally there are three stages to the walk: releasing on the way in, receiving in the center and returning; that is, taking back out into the world that which you have received.
The participant in our study describes how he used the labyrinth to explore treatment decisions:
People typically ask a question and walk it [the labyrinth] as a body prayer, mental prayer. . . . As I was doing the walk, I had a vision and my prostate appeared in my hand and it was weeping and tears were coming out and I asked it, "What's the matter?" and it answers, "I am being besieged from within and from without." I interpreted from within as the cancer and without as the threat of surgery or bombardment with gamma rays and I am being besieged from within and without.
While at the retreat, he also contemplated on nature as he sat by the ocean, and after observing the motion of the ocean creatures and the tide and the autumn leaves falling, he interpreted the patterns in nature as a sign to do watchful waiting. The following week, he encountered an image in the book Healing and the Mind by Bill Moyer, 16(p162) which he connected with his experience on the labyrinth:
There is a drawing of a woman-all you see is her torso and she is carrying her head under her arm like this-she is cupping it in her arm and she has had one of her breasts removed and the head is weeping-that really kind of connected with me. Especially the carrying it and the weeping. . . . I thought to myself OK I am going to back off. I said to my prostate, "You have spoken. We will work together at this. Let's just see where this takes us." So, that was huge. That was probably the most crucial point of decision making was the walk at the Labyrinth.
Spiritual Practice as a Healing Agent
A few participants also used spiritual practices such as meditation and visualization with the intent of eliminating the cancer from their bodies. Central to this practice was the belief that a divine energy could be accessed from within for healing purposes. These men were monitoring their disease status carefully while using a spiritual approach to healing. One participant agreed with his family physician on a time-line during which he would try to heal his cancer "his way," and if he was unsuccessful within 6 months, he would have conventional cancer treatment. Another participant viewed conventional cancer treatment as a backup if he was unable to heal his cancer with an alternative approach.
The following case example illustrates the use of spiritual imagery with the intent of eliminating prostate cancer from the body.
Case 2: Using Spiritual Imagery With the Intent of Curing the Cancer
This participant was recommended surgery for his prostate cancer. After reading about treatment options, he declined surgery to avoid long-term side effects. He drew on a range of spiritual practices including the use of goddess imagery, and participated in aboriginal healing ceremonies, creative visualization, and energy therapies. He also had a spiritual community from which he received advice and support during his healing journey.
After making the decision to forgo surgery, he decided to work with imagery and visualization to heal his prostate cancer. He describes the Tree of Life, which was central to his visualization practice:
One of the paintings of the winter solstice is a tree and inside the tree is the life coming up from the ground and it opens up and inside there is a human figure and in other words this is a new life waiting to be born. So the visualization that I do is I visualize the white light coming in and in the center is the prostate and I visualize the prostate being bathed in the white light and in love because white light is love and the whole prostate is washed and bathed in love and then it's released.
Similar to the previous participant, he engaged in a dialogue with his cancer, acknowledging its purpose and inviting it to leave his body: You have done what you needed to do. So we'll ask you to leave in the kindest way possible. So we are not going to try to take you out by therapy, or cut you out-we are just going to love you out of there."
How Cancer Influenced Spirituality
Participants spoke of several ways in which having a cancer diagnosis influenced their spirituality. Many deepened their commitment to spiritual practice and strengthened their connections with spiritual community.
I have a lot of very loving friends right now. I am getting some very supportive e-mails. I have a lot of loving friends around . . . the world. They are all praying for me. I put out the word. The Reiki people are all sending distant healings.
They also spoke of the ways in which a cancer diagnosis has heightened their appreciation of the meaning of life, reinforcing the perception that cancer was a "gift" or "blessing." I would say sometimes that a trauma like cancer is a blessing in disguise because it makes you realize to live each moment. Each moment is precious.
In contrast to the commonly used military analogy of treating the cancer as an invader, some of these men appeared to befriend their cancer by incorporating it into their spiritual journey. Finally, they described how the relationships in their lives were enriched by the cancer experience.
Since the diagnosis of cancer my relationships have improved with other men, with my mom, with my friends by just leaps and bounds. Somehow, something got triggered that just brought me to another level with prostate cancer.
Of those participants who used spiritual practices, 2 identified challenges they experienced in sustaining their spiritual practices over time, such as being able to commit the hours to their spiritual practice they felt were necessary to cure their cancer.
Discussion and Clinical Recommendations
This is a very small sample in an underresearched area. However, the qualitative results provide some insights into the role of spirituality in the decision to forgo conventional cancer treatment. Spirituality played a central role in healing for about one third of the study participants. For those for whom spirituality was important, it influenced all aspects of the cancer experience. These findings are consistent with Walton and Sullivan's 10 qualitative study on prostate cancer. Spirituality seemed to soften the emotional impact of a cancer diagnosis. Study participants viewed themselves as being on a spiritual journey and seeking to incorporate cancer in a meaningful way. Spirituality helped them transform their cancer experience into something meaningful, which resulted in many positive changes in their lives. This is similar to findings of qualitative studies with other cancer populations. 13, 17 Cancer was not perceived as a threat or an invading force but rather as having a mystical presence in their lives, to cooperate and engage with.
Study participants were monitoring their disease status carefully while trying spiritual and other holistic approaches to healing. At the end of the longitudinal study, we will assess, for all of the study participants, the impact of their decision on their disease status and quality of life.
Several clinical implications emerge from these findings. Men with prostate cancer who have a strong spiritual orientation may bring different beliefs and perceptions about cancer into the treatment consultation. Their treatment goals may be broader than those of their physicians as they focus on healing in the context of the mind-body and spirit. While most men who are newly diagnosed with prostate cancer accept conventional treatment, some men may need time to fully explore the implications of a cancer diagnosis and treatment for their spiritual and emotional well-being. It is important for physicians to be aware of the importance these men may place on quality of life. As spirituality has been associated with improved quality-of-life outcomes in men with prostate cancer, 7 health care providers need to acknowledge and support the spiritual resources these men bring to the cancer experience. Others have recommended that spirituality be integrated into conventional cancer care for those patients who may benefit from it. 5, 7, [17] [18] [19] Krupski et al 7 advised that encouraging men who embrace their spirituality may facilitate better coping by the client and improved health outcomes. Cunningham 5 reported that cancer patients who attended a short psycho-educational course emphasizing spiritual aspects of coping and healing experienced improved quality of life, purpose in life, self-efficacy, and mood during the program. Improvements in spirituality remained 6 months after the program ended. Some of the participants in our study worked well with metaphor and imagery, which has also been shown to be beneficial in helping patients to cope with conventional treatment and its side effects. 20 Health care providers can reassure men that current research suggests that spirituality can help them to cope with treatment and may lessen the impact of conventional treatment on their quality of life compared to those with low spirituality. Finally, spirituality is an important topic for undergraduate and graduate medical education in raising health care providers' awareness about how they can best communicate with patients about spirituality and support them to integrate spirituality into their cancer experience.
